BAALZEBUB'S BANQUET.                   99

of terror, of self-reproach, of superstitious prayers,
and cries, which are not repentance. And to some
cowards, too, the days have seemed but as a moment;
for they have been drunk day and night.

'Strange and hideous, yet true.

It has now become a mere commonplace, the
strange power which great crises, pestilences, famines,
revolutions, invasions, have to call out in their highest
power, for evil and for good alike, the passions and
virtues of man; how, during their stay, the most
desperate recklessness, the most ferocious crime, side
by side with the most heroic and unexpected virtue,
are followed generally by a collapse and a moral death,
alike of virtue and of vice. We should explain this
now-a-days, and not ill, by saying that these crises put
the human mind into a state of exaltation: but the
truest explanation, after all, lies in the old Bible
belief, that in these times there goes abroad the
unquenchable fire of God, literally kindling up all
men's hearts to the highest activity, and showing, by
the light of their own strange deeds, the inmost
recesses of their spirits, till those spirits burn down
again, self-consumed, while the chaff and stubble are
left as ashes, not valueless after all, as manure for
some future crop; and the pure gold, if gold there be,
alone remains behind.

Even so it was in Aberalva during that fearful
week. The drunkards drank more; the swearers
swore more than ever; the unjust shopkeeper clutched
more greedily than ever at the last few scraps of mean